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			PREFACE

			There were many reasons why I decided to write this book. As you read through it, many of them become alarmingly clear through my carefully chosen words and anecdotes. However, the first reason that prompted me is personal. In many of the medical columns that I’ve written for Time magazine and the New York Daily News and the stories I’ve reported for WNBC-TV in New York City, NBC’s Today show, and NBC’s Weekend Nightly News, I’ve spoken fervently about the growing rate of overweight and obesity in our country. Not only is it debilitating our country, but it’s truly stealing the lives of Americans and others throughout the world. I have openly and fearlessly criticized gimmick diet books that put helpless and desperate people at risk for serious bodily injury, even death, rather than making use of accepted scientific information.

			So when Mary Bahr, an editor at Random House, asked me if I wanted to write something for Random House, I jumped at the chance. For years I’ve wanted to write health and medical books as well as novels, and out of the blue an editor I had never met was offering me a chance to fulfill a dream and a personal mission. We met promptly, and after our first meeting we had two great book ideas that we thought would do a great service to people. The first, published last year, is called Dr. Ian Smith’s Guide to Medical Websites, and its purpose is to give Americans a guide that rates ten of the best medical websites for each disease category. Its intention is to help direct people to useful medical information on the Internet and steer them away from those sites that don’t have the most current or accurate information.

			This book, however, works from a central philosophy of helping you learn about your mind, body, nutrition, and exercise. This knowledge allows you to take control of your life. If you’re looking for a book that’s offering guarantees about the amount of weight you’ll lose in a specified amount of time, then my book is not for you. If you want a magic bullet that will take off those extra pounds, I respectfully suggest you look elsewhere. The only guarantee I make is that this book is the real deal. It respects your sense of integrity and aims to give you a plan not for two months or two years, but one that will change the quality of your life forever.

			The take-control diet will challenge you both physically and mentally—something that the journey to success often does. Your part of the contract is being prepared to take and believe in the challenge. If you don’t really want to lose the weight and improve the quality of your life, the words on these pages will be hollow and meaningless. However, if you want to make positive changes in your life, you’ll have to dig in to what my ever astute brother, Dana, calls those hidden spaces that we all have inside of us. These spaces are special reserves of confidence, self-respect, energy, and determination that exist in all of us. If you can tap into them, you’ll be well on your way to taking control of life’s endless challenges. The golden fuel hidden in these spaces will allow you to turn your life around in the face of failure and criticism and say to yourself, I can do this, because I believe!

			It was my aim in writing this book to bring you the latest in scientific research about weight management, a healthy diet, and exercise in an understandable and easy-to-follow manner. I’m concerned about how you manage your weight, because it can have such a tremendous impact on your risk for numerous diseases, self-esteem, and ability to fulfill life’s dreams. Please take this work in the following pages not as a bible of information, but as a well-thought-out guide that will empower you to take control and live the great life that is your undeniable right.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			
				HARNESS YOUR THOUGHTS

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			

			THE MENTAL EDGE

			Most of my life has been defined by my experiences as an avid sportsman, whether it was playing basketball or swinging the golf clubs. I learned at an early age that what happens on the field of athletic competition is often mirrored in our everyday lives. I was first introduced to the powers that the mind had over the body during my teenage years of playing Pop Warner football. Our most important practice of the week would be Friday afternoon, right before the big game on Sunday. Instead of tackling and hitting one another the way we did during the earlier part of the week, we spent most of the Friday practice perfecting our techniques and analyzing our opponent’s expected game plan. Our scouting report often gave us an idea of the offensive plays they’d try to run against us, as well as the defensive formations they’d assemble to stop us from advancing the football.

			Friday practices were less about strength and endurance and more about sharpening the mental aspects of our game. The coaches worked us methodically through Sunday’s game plan, accentuating most of their points with catchy slogans meant to key our minds into the task ahead of us as well as our physical skills. Coach Murphy had a saying that I heard so often, I would hear it in my sleep before a big game: “Football isn’t all about physical prowess. It’s 15 percent skill and 85 percent mental.” These percentages would change, of course, depending on who was repeating it, but the intended message was equally received—if you wanted to succeed on the football field, your muscles and speed wouldn’t do you a bit of good if your mind hadn’t mastered the game.

			Losing weight requires a major commitment that not everyone is willing or able to make. Depending on how severe the modifications are that you need to make, the physical investment in changing your diet and increasing your level of physical activity can be nothing short of exhausting. Remember, you’ll be asking your body to continuously adapt to a lifestyle that will put many of your body’s systems in flux. But regardless of how effective a plan you might be attempting to follow, or how physically prepared you are to climb a few extra flights of stairs a day, if your mind isn’t in the game, your efforts are doomed before they even get under way.

			With the exception of extreme gimmicky diets, much of the science behind weight management programs is the same. Decrease the amount of calories you consume and increase the amount of calories you expend and those billions of fat cells will begin to shrink. Regardless of how fancy the language an author uses or how complicated a formula he or she offers, it’s your mind that gives you a major advantage. The beauty of our minds is that they are all different, and the way we process information becomes the individualism of our identity. It would be so much easier if I could prescribe a program that trains your mind to take on the future rigors of a weight loss regimen. The truth, however, is that you must find your own way, one that works for you and makes you feel comfortable. Who knows your mind and body better than you do? I simply offer a few areas of concern and thoughtful advice that you might want to incorporate while developing the winning strategy.

			
				MENTAL TOUGHNESS

				The body fails before the mind, but if the mind is strong enough, it can resuscitate it.

				DANA O. SMITH

				Many things we attempt in life have attached to them a set of prerequisites. If you’re applying for a particular job, the company will list the work and educational experience requirements. This same idea of pre-requisites transfers to the task of losing weight and making lifestyle changes that will last forever. At the top of the list is a requirement that before beginning any program, your mind is sharp, focused, and up to the arduous task that lies ahead of you.

				My brother and I were discussing the prerequisites of anyone heading into battle, whether it be military, athletic competition, or weight loss. We decided that the prerequisite they all shared was the need to have a tough mind, able to charge the body when it felt it couldn’t go any farther. Each battle can present its own obstacles, but to reach victory, a participant must be able to mentally overcome any challenge that waits ahead.

				Dieting programs, specifically those like mine that advocate fundamental changes for lifelong benefits, are full of obvious and hidden obstacles that crowd the path to victory. Whether it’s going over, around, or through these potential stumbling blocks, you’re going to need a mental edge to help you navigate the pitfalls. Many people who read diet books brush up on important nutritional facts, such as unsaturated, low-fat foods are healthier than the saturated, high-fat foods. This knowledge, however, means nothing if your body begins to rebel against the changes in your new diet and exercise program. This is where the mind takes over and becomes the savior. If it’s properly trained for battle, it’s prepared to carry on when exhaustion and frustration have paralyzed you. The mind is that weapon in your arsenal that you can rely on when all other systems fail.

				One of my favorite things to do is read the stories of successful people, whether it be in business, Hollywood, or sports. I’m captivated by the strategies they’ve implemented that have catapulted them above their competition. Most of these stories share certain themes, and mental toughness is one of them. Famous author John Grisham had his original manuscript rejected more than a hundred times by agents and publishers, but it was his mental toughness and conviction in the strength of his work that allowed him to withstand the barrage of criticisms and hold out until it was accepted. Not only was it eventually accepted, but A Time to Kill topped the best-seller lists for weeks and was made into a top-grossing movie.

				This is the mental toughness that you’ll need if your real goal is to attain long-term weight loss and lead a healthier life. Confidence is a natural by-product of this toughness, the belief that regardless of how tough the battles that lie ahead, you’ll be able not only to survive, but to surge forward with a determination that nothing and no one will stop you.

			

			
				REASONS FOR WEIGHT LOSS

				Often the reason why you choose to do something can be the most critical factor in your ability to succeed.

				There are hundreds of reasons why millions of people reach the decision that it’s time to lose weight. The first step, of course, is actually looking in the mirror and honestly admitting to yourself that you need to lose the weight. Your physician or a loved one might tell you repeatedly that it would be important if you lost the weight, but it won’t matter at all if you don’t truly believe it. Losing weight isn’t an easy endeavor; in fact, for many it could be one of life’s most difficult tasks. Succeeding will depend largely on the level of your commitment and your ability to persevere when you’re tempted to return to your old bad habits.

				One of the biggest mistakes dieters make is that they lose weight for others and not themselves. I’ve talked to several people who’ve said they’re losing weight to make others happy, whether it’s a child who’s embarrassed by his girth or a loved one who no longer desires a physical interaction because the excess weight is a turnoff. It’s great if others are also happy about your decision to lose weight, but you are the primary person who must be pleased. Tying your satisfaction to the approval of others is an unpredictable situation that often ends in failure. The weight must come off because you think it needs to and because you realize its important benefits.

				How many times have you said or heard others say, “If I could only lose five to ten pounds by the wedding”? How about this one: “I need to take off another fifteen pounds to get into the clothes I bought last year”? While losing weight and being able to fit into your favorite clothes or feeling good about yourself at a wedding are important, the problem is that you’re making an investment in short-term goals. Once the wedding is over or the clothes are no longer in style, many people are no longer worried about what the scale reads and gain the weight back and then some. Once they’ve lost their motivation—which was event-specific—the drive to lose the weight disappears.

				Instead, a better approach to losing weight and keeping it off forever is to look at weight loss as an important change in your overall life. Modifying your diet to make it healthier and increasing your level of physical activity are adjustments that you should incorporate for the rest of your life. People who decide that they want to lose weight because it will make them healthier, allow them to live a better quality of life, and help them live longer are more likely to not only lose the weight, but keep it off longer. These aren’t the crash dieters trying to fit into a bikini for summer; rather, these are people who are fed up with being overweight and realize that making these lifestyle adjustments will provide them with lifelong benefits.

				I remember speaking with one of my patients who had lost thirty pounds in just a few months. I was interested in what plan she followed to lose the weight, but I was more captivated by her reason for losing it. “After years of trying all of these diet plans and attempting to lose weight to make others around me feel better, I finally decided I was going to lose weight to make myself feel good. I was having pain in my knees and suddenly I was a diabetic, and it all was connected to being overweight.” I was even happier that she had lost the weight not on some gimmick diet, but through a commitment to eating fewer calories and making exercise a higher priority in her life. Not only did she eventually lose another twenty pounds, but she also kept it off and became more in tune with her body and her unique relationship to food.

			

			
				VISUALIZATION

				Most people still remember the tremendous talents of former Boston Celtic great Larry Bird. This legendary basketball player amazed competitors and fans alike by his mastery of the game despite the fact that he lacked the physical prowess of other athletes. He couldn’t jump, his ball handling was suspect, and he was slower than anyone on the basketball court. What he could do, however, was shoot with a marksman’s deft accuracy and refuse to give up even when his team was inevitably facing defeat. During his NBA reign, Bird revealed very little to the media about the secrets of his success, but in a rare moment of openness he said something that I’ll never forget. Bird admitted that he played each game several times in his mind—from the opening buzzer to the last shot—before he even stepped onto the court.

				The world finally got a glimpse into the mind of one of basketball’s greatest players. We soon learned about how his pregame “visualization” translated into his ability to stay one step ahead of almost everyone else on the court. How was he able to always find the open man to pass to? Why did he always seem to know which way the ball was going to bounce? How could he beat others to the basket when he moved as though his feet were stuck in quicksand? It all traced back to his ability to visualize the game and see things that others couldn’t.

				This visualization can be a tremendous benefit to dieters before they even make the first behavioral modification. It could be a tremendous psychological and practical boost as you imagine yourself changing your dietary choices to healthy fruits and vegetables. Picture yourself stepping on the scale on a weekly basis and finding your weight to be one or two pounds less than it was last week.

				You must also, however, visualize the bad times when you can’t resist the temptation of a deliciously rich, sugary dessert. Watch yourself eat the entire dessert, then imagine how disappointed the lapse in your willpower will make you. Realism is important here, and you must concede that losing the weight won’t be a simple act of wishing the weight away and the scale responding. Instead, imagine two weeks of consistent weight loss, then a week where your weight stays the same. The big focus is on that fourth week and whether you’re mentally prepared and physically capable of maintaining a regimen that will continue to burn the calories and pounds.

				Arguably the most important reason to be emotionally prepared is to handle those periods of weakness as well as the minor failures that you’re likely to encounter. Most people who have attempted dieting will tell you that the easiest part of any weight loss program is the beginning. I’ve spoken to many patients who’ve lost so much weight the first couple of months of dieting that they couldn’t understand why people made such a fuss about weight loss. Then they hit the infamous “plateau,” where the pounds stop coming off and the scale seems to be stuck at the same number.

				It’s at this critical juncture that mental toughness is an absolute must. You’ve come to the proverbial fork in the road, and if you’re not emotionally grounded and psychologically prepared to stare down temptation until it whimpers away, then you’ll take a turn down the road of weight gain. Unfortunately, many people are so frustrated by this juncture, and so overcome with disappointment that the weight is no longer burning away as easily, that they throw their hands in the air and once again eat at will and spend less time participating in physical activities. We’ll discuss more on setbacks later in this chapter.

			

			
				LOSING WEIGHT ISN’T EASY

				Bad habits are hard to break, and good ones are hard to form.

				If anyone tells you that weight loss is easy, walk away. It’s true that some have an easier time than others, but losing weight will certainly not be the easiest thing you attempt in life. In fact, it’s going to be downright difficult. You’re going to be making demands on yourself to make lifestyle changes, which for some can be quite dramatic. If you’ve lived a life of eating three thousand calories a day full of chocolate-chip cookies and potato-chip snacks, it’s not going to be easy to reduce or eliminate these goodies from your diet. If you spend a majority of your time sitting on the couch watching television or using the computer, then incorporating more exercise and/or physical activity could come as a shock.

				If losing weight were such an easy task, there’d be no need for this book or the thousands of others that have come before mine. Weight loss experts would be looking for another specialty and financial analysts wouldn’t be calling it a multibillion-dollar industry. The truth, however, is that this industry has been built on the weaknesses, insecurities, and failures of decent human beings who find themselves eternally hopeless in the battle of the bulge.

				My mother’s numerous attempts and failures to lose weight have been the greatest confirmation for me about how difficult it is to lose weight and keep it off for an extended period of time. My mother is the strongest and most determined person I’ve ever met. A single mother in the late 1970s and 1980s, she persevered through miraculous hardships so that we could have opportunities to one day succeed in life. I remember as a teenager her constant battles to find a diet that could take off the pounds, satisfy her hunger and tastes, and not cost her a fortune. (The strangest thing about it all was that she, like many other women, really didn’t need to be on a diet. She was in great physical shape and great looking as well. I can’t count how many times strangers thought she was our sister.)

				Even with her ironclad willpower, however, she never found that combination or special program that worked for her. Like millions of others, she also spent a small fortune on these gimmick diet books, miracle supplements, and specially prepared meals that she popped into the microwave. It took years of failures and disappointments before she finally realized that to lose weight successfully , she’d have to stop relying on a magical pill to burn the fat away or some strange eating regimen that eliminated sugar from her diet. Despite all my efforts to teach her the truth about weight loss, it took her failures to help her see the light. She threw away all of those diet books and complicated charts and tables and told me that it was going to take a personal commitment to herself and the same discipline that she had used in other aspects of her life. It took every ounce of willpower in her body to say “no” to foods packed in calories and “yes” to invitations from her colleagues at work to walk a brisk mile during her lunch hour.

				People who begin weight loss programs with the idea that it’s going to be an easy endeavor have almost prematurely sealed their fate. Their mind-set is already programmed to see the pounds come off with little effort. The first three or four pounds might disappear easily, but when they’re unable to go beyond that, they’re stuck. They’re not mentally prepared to make the necessary lifestyle adjustments that are required to lose more weight. They eventually abandon their weight loss plan, unaware that accepting its difficulty from the beginning would’ve given them a better chance of continuing on rather than turning around when they hit that first bump in the road.

			

			
				REALISTIC EXPECTATIONS

				Most people who decide to lose weight fail before they even start because their expectations are completely unrealistic and they are soon defeated by disappointment. If you’re twenty or thirty pounds overweight, you must realize that it’s likely taken you years to accumulate these extra pounds. Yet, you post a New Year’s resolution that says you’ll shed these pounds in a matter of months. I think most will agree that it’s much easier to gain weight than it is to lose it. This, then, begs the question Why would people think that they can lose weight faster than they gain it? The simple answer: Most dieters begin their weight loss programs committed to burning more pounds than they are capable of or more than what is considered a safe amount.

				According to the National Institutes of Health and other professional organizations that address weight loss issues, weight loss should be gradual and should not exceed more than one to two pounds per week. While we think of losing weight as just shedding excess fat, it’s important to remember that the internal mechanisms of weight loss are complicated and cause a disruption in the body’s homeostasis, or environmental stability. Losing weight at faster rates might be more beneficial to achieving your personal goals of reaching a desired size faster, but the resulting cellular alterations can be unsafe and lead to health complications.

				It’s also important to understand the numbers of weight loss. One pound is equivalent to 3,500 calories. If you require a 2,500-calorie-per-day diet to maintain your current weight, then that means you’d have to reduce your calories by 500 a day to lose 3,500 at the end of seven days. This, of course, doesn’t take into account the added boost in calorie expenditure you’d receive by also increasing your level of physical activity, but it does demonstrate how difficult it can be to lose weight through strict calorie reduction. Someone trying to lose two pounds a week would need to reduce the week’s caloric intake by 7,000, which means shifting from a 2,500-calorie-per-day diet to 1,500. For many people, a reduction of this size not only is difficult to achieve, but could result in the deprivation of important minerals, vitamins, and other nutrients.

				It’s important to be extremely careful and clear about the weight loss goals that you set. If you’re trying to lose weight for health benefits, studies show that a loss of 10 percent is enough to see changes in certain health indicators such as blood pressure, diabetes risk, and heart disease risk. While it’s optimal to attain a weight that’s within normal range, the reality is that everyone isn’t going to be able to achieve this. However, this 10 percent figure should be the absolute minimum that you strive to achieve.

				Still, if you have an ideal weight in mind, don’t be afraid to set that as a goal. Realize, however, that most who lose weight and are able to keep it off lose only between 10 and 20 percent of their current body weight. So if you’re 200 pounds, you can expect to lose between 20 and 40 pounds. Instead, you might want to lose 70 pounds to drop to a weight of 130. In that case, you must realize right from the beginning that this is going to take a lot of effort and dedication. It’s not that you should plan to fail, but you should plan to meet setbacks along the way. Your determination and lifestyle changes will ultimately decide if you’re able to reach this lofty goal.

				Most diets and their authors sell their plans with an overabundance of optimism, trying to convince you that if you simply follow their program with determination, you’ll realize the weight loss that they promise. Optimism is a must for anyone who embarks on a journey to make life-altering adjustments in diet and physical activity, but this must be mixed with a healthy blend of realism. While we all are individuals and have our own track history to help predict the future success of our behavioral modifications, it’s important to consider trends that have been noted in the population at large.

				Most studies looking at modern weight loss programs show that many people can lose as much as fifteen to twenty pounds in a year’s time. This, unfortunately, is the easier part. The number of people who maintain this double-digit weight loss over five years is less than 10 percent. According to some surveys, only five in one hundred people who join commercial weight control programs actually reach their weight goal, but it’s unknown how long it’s taken them to reach their success or the amount of times they had to re-enroll before they finally hit the mark. The most dismal statistic often quoted about the failure of weight loss programs is that at least half of all dieters not only regain the weight they had lost, but pack on even additional pounds. If the changes one makes to one’s diet do not become second nature, weight gain begins as soon as one has achieved one’s goal and feels free to go off the diet. Many diets promote dietary restrictions that are simply unsustainable in the long run, so it
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